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By William Neuman 
Oct. 12, 2009 


Just in time for football season, the Lion’s Head Tavern in New 
York City stopped selling 25-cent chicken wings on Monday nights. 
In Tucson, a sports bar called O’Malleys on Fourth scrapped its fall 
special of a dozen wings on Monday nights for $4. 


And in restaurants from Sarasota to Seattle, an improbable poultry 
part is showing up on menus: a little chunk of chicken breast that 
is fried and sauced and sold, with marketer’s brio, as a “boneless 
wing.” 


All this is happening because wholesale chicken prices have turned 
upside down. The once-lowly wing is selling at a premium over 
what has long been the gold standard of poultry parts, the skinless 
boneless chicken breast. 
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Like the tail that wags the dog, the wings are now flapping the 
chicken. 


Mike Bell knows chicken prices. The logistics and purchasing 
manager for Buffalo Wild Wings, a national chain with about 600 
restaurants, Mr. Bell will buy 57 million pounds of chicken wings 
this year. Describing recent conversations with poultry processors, 
he said: “Basically a whole bunch of them are throwing their hands 
in the air and saying, ‘I don’t know what’s going on. We’ve never 
seen it this way’ ” 
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In seven of the last 11 months, wholesale wing prices have been 
higher than breast prices, a reversal in a market where breasts 
usually reign supreme. In September, the average wholesale price 
for whole chicken wings in the Northeast was $1.48 a pound, 
according to the Agriculture Department. Yet skinless boneless 
breasts were $1.21 a pound. 
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The wholesale price shift has generally not been reflected in 
supermarkets, where grocers appear to be trying to preserve their 
margins on breast meat. Nationally on average, breasts are $2.80 a 
pound at retail, still 83 cents more than wings. However, some 
grocers are exploiting the wholesale price drop to run aggressive 
sales on breasts. 


The recession is the cause of the price flip-flop. 


Restaurants, normally big buyers of breast meat, slashed orders as 
millions of people cut back on eating out, and breast prices 
slumped. But demand for wings has remained strong, partly 
because people perceived them as a cheap luxury. 


Adding to the demand: the brisk growth of restaurant chains 
focusing on wings, like Atomic Wings, Wingstop and Wing Zone. 
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Several chains have been remarking this year about how much 
business is up in the recession. The major public company in this 
group, Buffalo Wild Wings, reported a 27 percent earnings jump in 
the first half of the year. 


Carlos Guzman watched Gilbert 
Garcia finish off a basket of wings 
last week at Rusty’s. 

Joshua Lott for The New York Times 


Eventually, as the economy improves, wing and breast prices may 
return to their traditional places. But for now, the triumph of wings 
over breasts has wing partisans celebrating. 


“Everybody was into breasts because it’s lower fat,” said Andrew F. 
Smith, editor of the Oxford Encyclopedia of Food and Drink in 
America. “But to me the breast is tasteless. I like fat, and most 
people do. The wings have fat.” Yet the high price of wings has also 
accelerated a development that bothers wing purists: that 
oxymoron dipped in hot sauce, the boneless wing. 


Boneless wings, increasingly promoted by restaurants, are not 
wings at all, but slices of breast meat deep-fried like wings and 
served with the same sauces a bit like a spicy Chicken McNugget. 


Buffalo Wild Wings began selling boneless wings six years ago, 
and the item has grown to 19 percent of sales, compared with 20 
percent for regular wings. As wing prices rose and breast prices 
fell this year, other chains emulated the move. Wingstop, a 450- 
restaurant chain, began offering boneless wings in all stores this 
summer. Even Wendy’s, which does not sell regular wings, added 
boneless wings in June. 


For wing-centric restaurants, boneless wings are a way to attract 
customers who may not like the messiness of wings, which have to 
be chewed off the bone. And with prices upside down, the boneless 
wings now act as a hedge, with the lower-cost breast meat 
offsetting higher wing costs. 
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But wing lovers sneer. 


“A wing is a wing, and a wing has a bone,” said Anita Freedlander, 
the owner of Rusty’s Family Restaurant and Sports Grille in 
Tucson, which specializes in wings and does not sell the boneless 
variety. 


Ms. Freedlander said she would most likely be forced to raise 
prices before the end of the year. Already her ingredient costs have 
risen to 45 percent of the menu price for wings, well above the 30 to 
35 percent that many restaurants favor. 


Restaurants pay extra to buy their wings pre-cut. Adam Lippin, the 
owner of Atomic Wings, a 10-restaurant chain based in New York, 
paid $1.70 a pound for wings this month. Last year, he said, his 
average wing cost was about $1.10 a pound. 


“It’s at a really scary kind of place,” Mr. Lippin said of the price 
today. 


At the Lion’s Head Tavern, near Columbia in Manhattan, the 
owners recently ended a long tradition of cheap wings on Monday 
nights. 


“The whole idea of the discounted wings is to sell beer,” said the co- 
owner Gust Hookanson. “It became a little too much of a cost.” 
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The story was the same at O’Malleys in Tucson, which last fall had 
a wing special to go along with “Monday Night Football.” “We 
couldn’t afford to do it anymore,” said Rick Cano, the general 
manager. 


Buffalo wings, as they are commonly called, are said to have 
started in Buffalo in the 1960s, when a bar owner took the unloved 
chicken parts, cooked them up and added sauce. They have 
become a classic American finger food anda standby in bars 
during football season. 


Most experts predict that wing prices will continue to rise at least 
until the Super Bowl in February, when a lot of wings are sold and 
prices peak. 


Even afterward, demand looks set to remain strong. Pizza Hut 
announced this month that it would expand the availability of its 
wings menu, which it calls WingStreet; in 3,000 stores today, the 
menu will be added to 2,000 stores in the near future. 


Adam J. Scott, a founder of Wing Zone, an Atlanta-based chain with 
80 restaurants in 20 states, said the days of cheap wings might be 
gone forever. That is, unless something changes on the supply side. 


“Tf they can figure out how to grow chickens with four wings,” Mr. 
Scott said, “we'd be in really great shape.” 


John Collins Rudolf contributed reporting. 


A version of this article appears in print on Oct. 13, 2009, Section A, Page 15 of the New York edition with the 
headline: ‘Boneless’ Wings, the Cheaper Bite. Order Reprints | Today's Paper | Subscribe 
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